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A NEW FISH OF THE GENUS COLEOTROPIS, 

FAMILY ATHERINIDAE, FROM CARIBBEAN COSTA RICA 1 

By David K. Caldwell 2 

The marine fishes of Caribbean Central America, and especially those 
north of Panama, are imperfectly known. It was therefore of special interest 
to study a small collection of fishes made for the University of Florida 
Collections (UF) at Tortuguero, a small village on the northern coast of 
Costa Rica. A list of the fishes collected and notes on their ecology have 
recently been published (Caldwell, Ogren, and Giovannoli, 1959). In that 
report a single specimen of a seemingly distinct and undescribed species 
of the atherinid fish genus Coleotropis was discussed in detail, but, in the 
hope that additional material could be secured, it was not named at that 
time. Since there is now no immediate prospect of obtaining more speci¬ 
mens, it seems better to describe the species which may be known as: 

Coleotropis colecanos, new species 
Fig. 1-2 

Coleotropis sp., Caldwell, Ogren, and Giovannoli (1959: 19). 

Holotype: UF 5652, 75.7 mm. in standard length, collected by 
Leonard Giovannoli on 14 August, 1955, at Tortuguero, Caribbean Costa 
Rica, Central America (latitude 10°34' N., longitude 83°32' W., approxi¬ 
mately 52 miles northwest of Limon, Costa Rica). 

Diagnosis: A very slender Coleotropis (as defined by Myers and 
Wade, 1942: 136) with a reduced body depth (17% of standard length) 
and a strikingly slender caudal peduncle (its length 23.6% of standard 
length, its depth 8.4% of standard length, and its length 2.7 times its 
least depth). Fin-ray formulae: Spinous dorsal fin—IV; second dorsal 
fin—I, i, 7; anal fin—I, i, 21; pectoral fin—i, 13 on each side; pelvic 
fin—I, 5 on each side; branched caudal rays-—15. Scale counts: 46 rows 
from the head to the mid-caudal base; 5 rows between the origin of the 
first dorsal fin and the lateral line, and 4 rows between the lateral line and 
anal fin origin; 7 scales between the bases of the dorsal fins; 16 zig-zag 
rows of scales around the least depth of the caudal peduncle; 4 scales 
between the anus and the origin of the anal fin; 23 scales from first 
dorsal fin origin to pigmented area over brain. Gill rakers 3 + 1 + 16 
on the first right gill arch. 

Description: Detailed measurements made on the holotype are pre¬ 
sented in Table 1. Also included are the same measurements expressed as 
percent of standard length and as the number of times they may be 
divided into standard length. 

Collection of the holotype was indirectly supported by a grant (G-1684, Ecology 
and migrations of sea turtles, University of Florida—Principal Investigator, 
Archie Carr) from the National Science Foundation. 

Curator of Marine Zoology, Los Angeles County Museum; Research Associate, 
Florida State Museum; Collaborator in Ichthyology, Institute of Jamaica. 
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Head 3.2 times snout, 3.9 times bony orbit, 3.3 times interorbital, and 
2.3 times postorbital. 

Meristics are included in the diagnosis given above. 

Premaxillary a little curved, causing gape of mouth to be somewhat 
concave; mouth of moderate size, the posterior tip of maxillary not quite 
reaching to under the front margin of orbit; gill rakers slender, the 
longest about equal to diameter of pupil; rear margin of pupil at or very 
slightly in advance of mid-length of head; pelvic fin inserted about equi¬ 
distant between origin of anal fin and upper angle of pectoral fin base; 
anal fin origin equidistant between mid-base of caudal fin and near the 
middle of the length of the snout; first dorsal origin behind a vertical 
line through anal origin, about over base of second branched anal ray; 
second dorsal origin over beginning of last third of length of anal fin base; 
pelvic fins reaching from one-half to two-thirds the way to anal fin origin 
but not quite to anus; anus located a very short distance in front of anal 
origin but much closer to anal origin than to base of pelvics; ascending 
premaxillary process broadbased, triangular in shape; pectoral fins pointed 
and reaching about halfway over length of depressed pelvic fins; inter¬ 
orbital space slightly convex; belly somewhat compressed, not fully 
rounded; posterior margins of scales entire, not crenulate; lateral band 
much wider than pupil anteriorly, then partially constricted on caudal 
peduncle and narrower than pupil, thence a little wider before ending at 
base of caudal fin; length of caudal peduncle about two and three-fourths 
times its depth; lower jaw slightly longer than the upper, and a little 
included; teeth small, canine-like and slightly recurved, those in upper jaw 
in two rows, these separated by a non-dentigerous space, those teeth in the 
outer row larger and more widely spaced; teeth in lower jaw in two rows 
anteriorly, the outer teeth larger, and becoming one row on the sides; 
posterior end of dentary slightly elevated; a scaly sheath along base of anal 
fin, two scales wide anteriorly. 

In alcohol, the fish is plain in color except that there is what may be 
the remnant of a silvery lateral band having a blackish dorsal border. 
Coleotropis blackburni Schultz, a closely related species, has such a dark 
bordered band (Fig. 2). A brown lateral band, peppered with small 
pigment spots, occupies a similar position (see above, and Figs. 1 and 2) 
on the holotype of C. colecanos. In addition to this band, C. colecanos has 
the posterior borders of the scales above the band border edged with 
scattered pigment spots (Fig. 1), and the posterior margin of the caudal 
fin and the top of the head are dusky. 

Relationships: Schultz (1949: 103) gives counts and measurements 
for the only other known members of this genus: C. blackburni from 
Venezuela, and C. starksi (Meek and Hildebrand) from the Pacific side 

Fig. 1. Coleotropis colecanos, new species, holotype, UF 5652, 75.7 mm. in 
standard length, from Tortuguero, Caribbean Costa Rica. 
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of Panama. C. colecanos differs from both in its slimness, particularly as 
regards the caudal peduncle. It also differs from C. starksi in having more 
lateral scale rows (46, as opposed to 41 or 42) and by having I, i, 21 anal 
rays instead of I, i, 25 to I, i, 28, as does C. starksi. From C. blackburni , 
the new species differs primarily in body proportions, although it has 
four first dorsal spines while C. blackburni has only three (in the seven 
specimens listed by Schultz). C. starksi has either 3 or 4 first dorsal spines, 
and this character might also be expected to show this variation in both 
Atlantic forms. 

With regard to the proportional characters that serve to distinguish 
C. colecanos and C. blackburni , I have compared my measurements made 
on the holotype of the new species with those given by Schultz (1949: 106) 
for the holotype (82 mm.) and a paratype (45 mm.) of C. blackburni. 
The latter straddle those of the holotype of C. colecanos (75.7 mm.). In 
the relationship of length of caudal peduncle to standard length, C. 
colecanos has a longer peduncle (23.6% of standard length as compared 


TABLE 1 

Selected measurements and body proportions for the 75.7-mm. holotype of 
Coleotropis colecanos , new species, from Caribbean Costa Rica. 

Empirical Character as % Standard 
length of standard length/ 

Character (mm.) length character 


Head 

Greatest depth 
Snout 
Bony orbit 

Postorbital head length 
Interorbital width 
Caudal peduncle 
Depth of caudal peduncle 
Greatest head width 
Pelvic insertion to anal origin 
Snout to first dorsal origin 
Snout to second dorsal origin 
Snout to anal origin 
Snout to pectoral origin 
Snout to pectoral insertion 
Snout to pelvic origin 
Origin of first dorsal fin to origin 
of second dorsal fin 
Anal fin origin to center of anus 
Longest first dorsal fin ray 
Longest second dorsal fin ray 
Longest anal fin ray 
Longest pectoral fin ray 
Longest pelvic fin ray 
Last second dorsal fin ray 
Depressed second dorsal fin 
Depressed anal fin 
Base of second dorsal fin 
Base of anal fin 
Accessory pelvic scale 


16.2 

21.4 

4.6 

12.9 

17.0 

5.9 

5.1 

6.7 

14.8 

4.2 

5.5 

18.0 

7.1 

9.4 

10.7 

4.9 

6.5 

15.4 

17.9 

23.6 

4.2 

6.4 

8.4 

11.9 

7.3 

9.6 

10.4 

12.5 

16.5 

6.1 

41.4 

54.7 

1.8 

51.6 

68.2 

1.5 

39.2 

51.8 

1.9 

17.0 

22.5 

4.5 

20.6 

27.2 

3.7 

27.9 

36.9 

2.7 

11.6 

15.3 

6.5 

3.5 

4.6 

21.6 

5.0 

6.6 

15.1 

9.5 

12.5 

7.97 

11.0 

14.5 

6.9 

12.0 

15.9 

6.3 

8.5 

11.2 

8.9 

4.3 

5.7 

17.6 

10.7 

14.1 

7.1 

23.5 

31.0 

3.2 

6.0 

7.9 

12.6 

18.5 

24.4 

4.1 

2.6 

3.4 

29.1 




1962 


Caldwell: New Atherinid Fish 


7 


to 20.6% and 20.7% in C. blackburni) . The least depth of the caudal 
peduncle in relation to standard length is also less in C. colecanos (8.4% 
as compared to 9.9% and 9.6% in C. blackburni) . Least depth of caudal 
peduncle into its own length is even more striking (2.7 times in C. colecanos 
and not quite 2 times in C. blackburni—fide Schultz, 1959: 108). In the 
relationship of greatest body depth to standard length, C. colecanos is 
slimmer (17.0% in C. colecanos , as compared to 21.2% and 18.9% in 
C. blackburni). It should be noted that the 75.7-mm. specimen of C. 
colecanos is still slimmer than the 45-mm. specimen of C. blackburni. As 
C. blackburni gets larger it becomes more robust, and the proportional 
differences between the individuals of similar size are quite marked. The 
proportional differences between the two Atlantic species are somewhat 
apparent from an examination of Figure 2, although the specimen of 
C. blackburni is in a distorted position. 

Derivation of name : Colecanos is from the greek kolekanos, meaning 
a long thin person, referring to the slimness of the new species. 

Ecological note: The single specimen was literally driven onto the 
open black sand beach at Tortuguero in its frantic efforts to evade capture 
by a large predatory fish. Clupeids, engraulids, and polynemids were 
similarly collected by Giovannoli. He reported that this is apparently a 
frequent occurrence at Tortuguero as the children of the village seemed 




Fig. 2. Ijpper, Coleoiropis blackburni Schultz, paratype, from the Gulf of 
Venezuela. Lower, Coleotropis colecanos , new species, hoiotype, from Tortuguero, 
Caribbean Costa Rica. 
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to expect it and eagerly gathered the small fish. 

Although Mr. Larry Ogren and Mr. Harold Hirth attempted to obtain 
additional specimens of this species on subsequent trips to the area, they 
had no success. This was probably due more to the ecological niche than 
to the actual rarity of the form. These collectors’ otherwise successful 
efforts were directed to the fresh and brackish waters of the river and 
lagoon behind the open beach at Tortuguero. C. colecanos apparently is 
restricted to the fully saline waters of the open beach which are difficult 
to seine or rotenone because the beach slopes sharply into rather deep, 
shark-infested water, and a heavy surf is almost always present. Although 
Ogren found other fishes washed up, perhaps in the manner noted above, 
he found no additional Coleotropis and was unable to collect specifically for 
them because of the physical conditions prevalent during his visits. Hirth 
encountered similar collecting difficulties. 

Remarks: Counts and measurements were made in accord with 
Schultz (1948). Proportional measurements were made with the use of 
dial calipers calibrated to tenths of a millimeter, hence the slight variations 
from those published originally (Caldwell, Ogren, and Giovannoli, 1959: 
20) for which dividers and a ruler were used. 

Acknowledgments: Leonard P. Schultz of the United States National 
Museum was generous in arranging a loan of one of the larger paratypes 
of C. blackburni. Melba C. Caldwell and Herbert Friedmann made helpful 
comments on the completed manuscript. 
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